in Australia have done the same for the snow leopard. The ultimate goal is to convert stem cells from these threatened species into germ cells that could diversify the gene pools of dwindling populations. To be sure, technological gaps prevent this approach from being widely applied, but they can be filled.
All these efforts require genetic material from the endangered or extinct species. The 'frozen zoo' at San Diego Zoo in California has been maintained since 1976 and holds some 8,400 samples from more than 800 species and subspecies, including DNA, sperm, eggs and embryos, stored in liquid nitrogen. An Indian government laboratory in Hyderabad has started to bank blood samples from the country's endangered animals, but there are fewer than a dozen such facilities around the world. We need to establish more frozen zoos worldwide. Could the technology also be used to attempt to revive extinct species from which we have already collected biological samples? Why not? I hope that at least one responsible government will be able to see the advantage that it can get from such a revival in terms of both tourism and science. If the species has unusual characteristics, scientists would be able to study its behaviour and capabilities. We could collect information on the animal's origins and evolutionary patterns, as well as bioactive compounds that could be useful for treating human diseases. Species revival is justified on scientific grounds, but we need strong political backing and longterm commitment for it to happen. Some conservationists fear that a lost species revived in this way would cause ecological disturbances and compete with other species. The once-extinct species might even spread so successfully that it would wipe out other species. However, any species that we bring back could be engineered to be eliminated easily should it pose a problem. And the risk of disturbance from a single, previously native revived species is no greater than those we already face from the large numbers of invasive species introduced by human trade and travel. These risks, I argue, are negligible compared with the scientific and social benefits of reviving the lost species.
There was a time when travellers on a safari in the Indian countryside could expect to see Asiatic lions, Bengal tigers, Asiatic cheetahs and South China tigers, to name but a few species that are now extinct or on the verge of extinction. Biotechnology cannot address the poaching and habitat loss that are driving these animals out, but it can act as insurance to protect their future. ■ S. KUMAR/KIIT UNIV.
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